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Inside: Taking the good with the bad--Decisionmaking on the FY 2000 VA/HUD Appropriations Bill

Lynn RIVers' capitol Corner

106th Congress, October Edition

A newsletter by Congresswoman Lynn N. Rivers representing Michigan’s 13th

Congressional District

October 1999

Dear Friends,

How do | make a decision on a hill that gives to the 13"
Digtrict with one hand, and takes away with the other? This
past month, | had to answer this question again in the vote
on the FY 2000 VA/HUD Appropriations Bill (H.R. 2684). It
was one of my most difficult decisions during this year’s
appropriations process. This month’'s newsletter discusses my
decision-making process on the VA/HUD bill and on bills
that present similar dilemmas.

If you would like to speak to me regarding these - or any

other issues - please drop by one of my events in the 13"
Digtrict. | look forward to seeing you there.

Sincerely,

b

Lynn N. Rivers

Tough Decisions '[1f}

The VA/HUD bill is one of the
largest and often controversial
domestic appropriationshills. It funds
the programs and activities of the
Veterans Affairs(VA) and Housing
and Urban Development (HUD)
departments, the Environmental
Protection Agency (EPA), NASA,
the National Science Foundation,
and the Federal Emergency
Management Agency (FEMA).
Thisyear, the appropriationsprocess
for thishill was particularly difficult,
because the budget capsimposed by
the 1997 Balanced Budget Act
limited domestic discretionary
spending across the board.

The FY 2000 bill proposed a
substantia increasein VA spending,
and a decrease in HUD spending.
This month’s articles reflect the
effects of this bill on constituent
groups, and how | made my
decision.

Taking the Good--Helping Veterans

When | go home every weekend, | often have the opportunity to meet with some of the 52,960 veteransin the 13"
Digtrict. Our conversations in the past several years have been peppered with concerns over the transitions they
are seeing in the Veterans' Administration. Two years ago, the VA budget was frozen in an effort to spur
administrative and service provision restructuring. Thebudget constraintshave had their intended effect, but many
feel that the cutsweretoo severe. They point to hiring freezes, bed reductionsand facility closingsthroughout the
nation. Congress decided to temper these budget cuts this year by proposing a$1.7 billion increase in veterans
medical care spending. Rep. Bob Stump, Chairman of the Veterans Affairs Committee, called the increase

“unprecedented,” but some of the veterans reserved their applause.

(Veterans, page 2)
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(Veterans, from cover)

The veterans groups painted a bleak
picture of the future of VA medical
services. Without asubstantial infusion
of funds, they foresaw a future of
closed facilities and inadequate care.
Though the $1.7 billion increase was
seenasa stepintheright direction, they
wanted more allocated to the VA. The
VFW, American Legion, Disabled
Veterans of America, and severa
other veterans groups proposed their
own VA budget for FY 2000 witha$3
billion increase. They estimated that
the costs of required pay increasesand
inflation alonewould be $807 million,
leaving little room for programmatic
improvements. They urged metofight
for alarger increasethan wasall ocated
under the House bill.

Paul Scheel, Associate Director of the
Ann Arbor Veterans Hospital, is
concerned about what continued
operationunder a budget freeze would
mean. Michigan's veterans hospital
network is operating at a deficit. Last
year, the VA told hospitals that they
would haveto choose anincome/status
classification at which to cut off
services, in order to provide care to
lower income veterans with few other
resources. The $1.7 billion budget
increase would reduce the network
deficit by 50%, and alow them to
continue to serve all veteran
classifications.

Other proponents of the hill have
pointed to the ways in which it will
improve accessto non-V A emergency
care, increase assistance to homeless
vets, and expand treatment for vets
with Hepatitis C.

“Each year that you don’t have a net
increase, therewill be new pressures,”
said Scheel, “but they are not
insurmountable. We aretrying to keep
thebudget at alevel at whichwecan at
least keep our snorkels above water.”

After hearing from veterans and

service providers, | clearly could
not support another year of
inadequate VA funding. The more
difficult question was whether to
support the proposed budget or hold
out for the extra $1.3 hillion
reguested by veterans groups.

PROS
¢ $1.7 billion for VA medical
care
¢ 7% increase in non-
emergency funding for FEMA
¢ 25% increase for veterans’
readjustment benefits
¢ $106 million more than
requested for the EPA

CONS
¢ 3.3% less than FY 1999 for
VA/HUD appropriations
overall
¢ $2 billion less than requested
for housing programs
¢ 7% less than FY 1999 for
NASA
¢ No funding for AmeriCorps

...With the Bad--

Effectson HUD
Programs

Theunfortunateflipside of the VA/
HUD appropriations bill was a
proposed reduction in the Housing
and Urban Development (HUD)
budget. Community leaders
expressd concern about out how
their programs would be affected.

Thebill includesa 6% reductionin
the Community Devel opment Block
Grant (CDBG) program, which is
administered by HUD. The CDBG
program is one of the largest and
longest-standing federal block grant
programs. In FY 1999, the CDBG
appropriation was $4.75 hillion.

Thesefundsgoto every community
inthe 13" District, either directly
from the federal government or
through state grants which are
supported by federal funds. States
and local governments can use
CDBG money to foster arange of
housing and economic
development activitiesthat benefit
low and moderate income
residents.

Theappea of CDBG money isnot
only its magnitude, but the
flexibility local governmentshave
to set their own spending
priorities. “It's a great grant in
termsof cities,” said Eileen Ryan,
Director of the Community
Development Department in Ann
Arbor. “For every community that
gets funding, how to spend it is
totally a local decision.” For
example, Ann Arbor chooses to
focusitseffortson housing. Asin
many parts of the 13" District,
Ann Arbor’'s recent prosperity
pinches long-time lower income
residentsby raisingtheir rentsand
property taxes. The city devotes
most of its CDBG money to
housing and homeless shelter
programs that keep seniors and
low income residents in their
homes.

Expanding low-income housing
development isthetop priority on
Ryan’swish list, but she said that
the reality under the VA/HUD
appropriationshill may beasharp
cut. Ann Arbor has a grant
agreement with HUD to maintain
human servicesprograms’ funding
levels. Because the city cannot
spread the burden of a decreased
budget to human servicesagencies,
the CDBG cutbacks will have to
be taken out of established
housing programs.

Westland also receives CDBG
(HUD,page 3)
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Community
Clippings

Watch your mailbox for your
Social Security Personal Earnings
and Benefit Estimate Statement.
The statement, distributed to
working Americans 25 and ol der,
edtimatestheretirement, disability
and survivor benefitsyou may be
digiblefor now andinthefuture.
Expect the statement 90 days
before your birth month. Look
over it carefully:

¢ Check information against pay
stubs, W-2 forms and tax returns
to make sure all earnings are
correct.

* Make sure each year you
worked isincluded.

e |f you see an error, call the
Socia Security Administration at
1-800-772-1213.

* For moreinformation, gotothe
Social Security Administration’s
web site: www.ssa.gov

money directly from HUD. Over
the past twenty years, James
Gilbert, Westland’'s Community
Development Director, has used
CDBG money to turn acommunity
center in one of Westland’s most
distressed areasinto the nucleusfor
adiverse set of services- adropin
center for kids, a substance abuse
and family counseling center, and a
surplusfood distribution site, among
other uses. Beyond thewalls of this
building, he works in partnership
withlocal agenciesto support senior
services, public infrastructure
improvements and housing
rehabilitation. Right now, oneof his
daily concernsisthat cutswill affect
his aready strapped community
programs.

LikeJamesGilbert and Eileen Ryan,
| was concerned about the extent to
which funding reductions in the
proposed VA/HUD appropriations
bill will limittheir efforts, and similar
programs throughout the district.
Can | vote for a bill that could be
detrimental to community
devel opment programs?
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My discussionswithand | ettersfrom
groups affected by thishill gave me
no clear answer tomy dilemma. The
conversations reminded me of the
criticisms | heard during the
President’ s impeachment hearings.
Lifelong Democrats and long-time
supporters came to me with widely
disparate views on the issue: some
were furious that | defended the
President, others felt that | did not
defend him enough, and still others
were upset that | shared Rep. Tom
Delay’s (R-TX) perspective. Like
theimpeachment hearings, it seemed
that regardiess of how | voted, |
could not please any group.
Nonethless, | had to makeadecision
ontheVA/HUD bill that would best
serve the District.

| weighed the pros and cons of the
bill, and the political realities of the
106" Congress. | knew that with the
budget caps, cuts in domestic
spending were probably inevitable.
But, | feltthat they did not needtobe
as severe as proposed. At the same
time, the VA budget had beenfrozen
for twoyears. | appreciated that this
bill would give veterans back some
of their former funding.

While | had sincere reservations, |
ultimately decided to vote for the
first draft of thebill. 1 amastrong
supporter of our veterans, and the
bill presented auniqueopportunity to
shoreuptheir medical services. The
amount may not be as high as was
requested by some veterans
advocacy groups, but it is a
legitimate step up. However, |
cannot abide the cutsmadeto HUD
and other agencies. After the House
and Senatereconciletheir bills, there
will be a vote on the conference
report. If these problems are not
resolved, | will vote no on the
conference report.
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Lynn is hosting the following events in October:

Please Note: Nuclear Disarmament
Lynn’s November Women’s

Forum, co-sponsorfed by . Monday, October 11
Congressman John Dingell, is : .
ostponed until after the new 7:00pm-9:00pm
POstp Washtenaw Community College
year. MorrisLawrenceBuilding, Room 101
4800 E. Huron River Dr.
AnnArbor

$$S5

G offee Hour
Friday, October 8 own Hall
2:30pm-4:00pm

Ig;;;(\:/l:/liﬁ :BSaFrQrdeI Saturday, October 23

Willis 10:00am—11330am.
Westland Friendship Center
1119 N. Newburg Rd.
Westland
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